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INTRODUCTION,
by Karl Wurf

August W. Derleth was a pivotal figure in early 20th-century American literature, particularly within the realms of fantasy and horror. Born in 1909 in Wisconsin, Derleth’s literary journey began at a young age. He first made his mark in the genre of weird fiction by contributing to the iconic magazine Weird Tales, which also published the works of H.P. Lovecraft, a writer who would greatly influence him.

Derleth’s relationship with Lovecraft extended beyond mere admiration; following Lovecraft’s death in 1937, Derleth co-founded Arkham House with Donald Wandrei. This publishing house was initially established with the noble aim of preserving and promoting Lovecraft’s works, which were at risk of fading into obscurity. Arkham House played a crucial role in maintaining the legacy of Lovecraftian horror, but it also became a significant platform for new writers in the genre of horror and fantasy.

Beyond his editorial and preservation efforts, Derleth himself was a prolific writer. He created an extensive body of work that includes hundreds of short stories, novels, and other works spanning various genres. Importantly, he contributed to the Cthulhu Mythos, expanding on Lovecraft’s universe with his own unique stories and interpretations. Through his writing and his stewardship at Arkham House, August W. Derleth became an instrumental figure in the evolution of American fantasy and horror literature.
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THE COFFIN OF LISSA,
by August W. Derleth

The horror of the sentence overwhelmed me; it fell upon me as the black cloak of night descending on the earth absorbed the light—so it heralded the expiration of my life. I was dazed, speechless with the portent of the verdict. The black-robed judges seemed blurred to my sight as I rose and was taken from the chamber to make room for another poor wretch. Outside, night had fallen, and the murk of the darkness still further depressed my sunken spirits. Through the pall of gloom I could discern no ray of hope. I was doomed! Doomed to die by torture, the slow torture of the iron coffin! The final words of the inquisitors reverberated hollowly in the chambers of my benumbed mind.

Slowly the first shock passed, and slowly I became conscious of my surroundings. My captors were leading me through a long passageway. A few candles glimmered feebly in their brackets at the end of the ill-lighted corridor. In a few moments I faced the iron door of the torture chamber. As the heavy door creaked backward on its rusty hinges, the gleam of the flickering candles cast fitful, menacing shadows on the dreaded coffin in the center of the chamber. The sight filled me with renewed horror and I was seized with a fierce desire for freedom. But the futile struggle that I essayed was immediately frustrated by my guards, whose strength far exceeded mine. I was roughly thrown into the instrument of torture, from which the lid had been removed. Suddenly my head struck something unyielding and I lapsed into,unconsciousness.
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